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Abstract 
Teaching cross-cultural communication is in the centre of second language learning. Universal characteristics and national 
peculiarities of language and cultural concepts are viewed in the article as an important means of forming professional 
competence of future specialists. It is proved that ‘hero’ concept is one of the basic concepts in both English and Russian 
languages. ‘Hero’ concept is a part of heroic paradigm, an open complex system reflecting social, economical, ideological and 
cultural levels of a concrete society. The important role of English in Russian heroic paradigm development is stated. The authors 
suppose that comparative study of heroic paradigm is intended to cover major issues pertaining to cross-cultural communication. 
Heroic paradigm teaching is based on mythological, historical, cultural examples, illustrations from fiction to reveal similarities 
and differences of its realization in English and Russian. 
 
© 2016The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Peer-review under responsibility ofthe organizing committee of GlobELT 2016.
Keywords: hero; heroic paradigm; cross-cultural communication; English; Russian 
1. Introduction 
The article attempts at revealing the role of heroic paradigm, a significant marker of ideology and culture of any 
society, in intercultural communication in general and foreign language teaching and learning in particular. Hero 
concept is a stable mythical and ideological concept included into an open and complex heroic paradigm integrated 
into the system not only of universal humanistic values but also into the system of national values. Being a universal 
system of concepts, heroic paradigm is realized in all languages reflecting global social and cultural processes and 
national peculiarities. English influence on this paradigm formation and functioning in Russia can be explained by 
the global character of the language, general westernization tendency in modern Russia despite the economic crisis, 
sanctions, criticism and phobias of all imaginable types. A detailed study of heroic paradigm is assumed to be an 
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actual target in teaching and learning English as an additional language to realize similarities and differences in 
American, British and Russian ideologies and cultures, to minimize cultural barriers and misunderstanding in 
intercultural communication. 
2. Theoretical background 
The system of values is one of the central questions in teaching and learning intercultural communication. It 
includes general values which are concretized in each national culture to form national values verbalized in various 
types of texts through images including heroic to represent national consciousness and feeling. National 
consciousness as well as culture is heterogeneous and this results in the possibility to change its components with the 
change of the dominant (Tolstoy, 1998). Social and historical dominants are reflected in various texts giving birth to 
popular heroes of legends and folklore to cement the basis of society, system of values and way of life by 
mythological and ideological concepts realization. Heroic paradigm as an important part of the national values 
targeted at its stability and successful functioning is an open system of both mythological and ideological concepts. 
It is deeply rooted in mythological thinking that survive in legends and folklore, fairytales and ballads, preserving 
universal heroes recognizable in any culture, simplifying intercultural communication and explaining the influence 
of its modernized ideological version on other heroic paradigms. 
2.1. British heroic paradigm: evolution from mythology to ideology 
British heroes form an integral mythological and ideological heroic paradigm. It is stated in the book British 
cultural identities edited by M. Storry and P. Childs that national identity is often embodied in strong cultural and 
symbolic figures, powerful ideological images representing the nation at important historical moments (British 
cultural identities, 2001). Moreover, the authors underline the function of heroic images in any society:  
“A pragmatic way of looking at British identity and of examining the aspiration of ordinary people is to look at 
the kind of contemporary heroes they have created. These heroes reveal a lot about the people who have created 
them. They reflect how people would like to be themselves, or what they see as admirable in others. As a group, 
heroes represent the values of their culture” (Ibid).  
Mythical British heroes unlike American and Russian are equally represented by male and female cult figures. 
Britannia is a symbolic personification of the country, a strong queen, a mythical figure of a woman often portrayed 
on a chariot carrying a spear and shield, verbalized in names of inns, bridge, airline, language encyclopedia, songs, 
etc. Other important heroes of the mythical period include King Arthur, the Knights of the Round Table, St George 
and King Alfred. Their images are popularized by literature, art, television programs and films. Textbooks of 
English for ESL learners contain stories about mythical heroes which were the starting point of the British heroic 
paradigm.  
A long list of National British heroes includes monarchs (Henry VIII, Elizabeth I, Victoria), politicians and 
military leaders (Cromwell, Churchill, Gladstone, Walter Raleigh, Duke of Wellington, Admiral Nelson), spies 
(Lawrence of Arabia), pirates (Drake), scientists (Newton), inventors (Watt), writers (Shakespeare), philosophers 
(Paine), musicians (John Lennon)….  
According to M. Storry and P. Childs, in 1995 there was an official call for British heroes to be systematically 
taught in history classes at school, precisely to instill a sense of national cultural identity. Alternative lists of heroes 
were suggested by the four historians, the names of Henry VIII, Cromwell, William the Conqueror, Churchill being 
used in the two lists, while other heroes were mentioned only once. Grace Darling, lifeboat rescuer of survivors of 
the Forfarshire in 1838, was the only heroine in their lists (more information can be found in ‘British cultural 
identities’, 2001).  
Modern British heroic paradigm is reflected in various lists of “100 Greatest Britons”. The names of Sir Winston 
Churchill, engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel, Diana, Princess of Wales are always mentioned.  
Nowadays there is a tendency to making heroes of television and media personalities, public personas, and media 
celebrities. Among contemporary media heroes one can find Carol Vorderman, Chris Evans, David and Victoria 
Beckham, Jamie Oliver. 
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2.2. American heroic paradigm: evolution from legends to ideology 
The global role of the American variant of the English language and its influence on other languages should be 
taken into account in forming intercultural competence in ESL teaching. American heroes can be significant cultural 
markers in this process. They do not only indicate precedent names of American history and culture but also explain 
similarities and differences between heroic paradigms in the native language and culture.   
American heroic paradigm is a system of heroic mythological and ideological verbalized concepts formed on the 
basis of Christian myths and local legends.    
M.R. Dorson introduced the notion of generalized hero to denote the dominant cultural heroes or heroic 
archetypes of the four main periods in American history: religious, democratic, economical and humane (Dorson, 
1973).  The evolution of American hero is represented by religious man in the first period (verbalized in texts by 
international cultural mythological concepts: Devil, witch, giant…), democratic man in the second (new cultural 
heroes appeared: political leaders Washington, Franklin, Lincoln, David Crockett…), economical man in the third 
(like famous Henry Ford and a folklore hero Paul Bunyan) and humane or mass-media hero in the modern period of 
American history (represented by constantly changing lists of popular actors, singers, sportsmen). Legendary and 
semi-legendary cultural heroes of the first period were later on substituted by the three types of heroes after the Civil 
War and declaration of independence. The first type includes the names of outstanding Americans, idealized 
political and state leaders. Franklin, the apostle of common people, Washington, the founding father of the country, 
Jefferson, the architect of The Declaration of Independence, Lincoln, the savior of republic are still in the centre of 
heroic paradigm. The second type includes ‘democratic’ heroes which became an inseparable part of American 
folklore. They are similar to giants of classical mythology. David (Dave) Crokett – the king of the wild frontier, 
hunter and congressmen is the most famous hero of frontier and pioneer folklore. The third is the invention of 
writers and reporters like Pecos Bill – cowboy hero invented by E. O’Reilly or Paul Bunyan – a giant lumberjack 
turned into a national hero by Red River Lumber Company advertising. They personify the archetype of the giant of 
labor, ideals of the majority of the population that further modernized into a more general mythological and 
ideological concept Superman. It appeared as a commix hero in 1938 to reflect the ideology of an average 
American. The first Superman gave birth to dozens of more concrete superman and superwomen: Captain America, 
Iron Man, Spider Man, 007, Supergirl, Wonderwoman, etc. (Neuburg 1982). Modern heroes are artificial mass-
media born images of modern myths and mythological concepts. They reflect peculiarities of social consciousness, 
its domineering ideology attributing supernatural characteristics to common people, turning them into example to 
follow, cult and stereotypical figures, creating the whole industry of hero production. They are easily turned into 
ideological concepts and do not contradict the traditional system of mythological concepts. According to M. 
Kommen, Americans managed to artificially create a far larger number of heroes by means of advertising than 
related to them European historical nations throughout the long period of their existence (Kommen 1991). Modern 
ideological concepts possess both national and international characteristics, they are rather quickly assimilated in 
different cultures (Superman is a bright example of such assimilation and migration), turn into universal or global 
phenomena by means of mass culture, mass media and become a part of a concrete language and cultural situation. 
2.3.  Russian heroic paradigm: evolution from mythology to ideology 
Russian heroic paradigm has a longer history but similar development from mythological concepts to ideological. 
The first period is mythological. Older giants of Russian legends (bylinas) Mikulsa Selianinovich, Volga 
Vseslavovich, Sviatogor Selivanovich are the giants reflecting the group character of the Russian society. Giants 
with the clearly motivated names Gorynia (derived from the noun mountain), Dubynia (derived from oak), Usynia 
(connected with the snake image) oppose the main hero (Toporov, 1988).  
The second period is religious. It is marked by the appearance of religious heroes. Russian Orthodox Church has 
introduced a great number of heroes represented by idealized images of monks, rulers and military leaders, martyrs 
and saints. The names of Alexander Nevskij, Sergej Radonezhskij, Ksenija Peterburzhskaja, Ioan Kronshtadskij are 
among the well-known examples of such heroes. Churches and monasteries were built in their honour, myths and 
legends about their lives and heroic deeds are still popular, the places of their burial are worshiped. 
52   Svetlana Pitina and Anna Taskaeva /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  232 ( 2016 )  49 – 54 
Legendary giants of the past acquired new characteristics in the Soviet period. There appeared generalized giants 
of labour, giants of the five year plan, the country of giants, giants of science, and giants of industry. The names of 
popular military leaders were used to create an archetype of the new giant. Chapaev’s cult name (a famous military 
leader of the Civil War period) even became a part of folklore and numerous jokes. Stakhanov’s name became a 
symbol of outstanding labour achievements; pilot Chkalov, the first cosmonaut Gagarin demonstrated heroism in the 
air and space. Heroes were necessary before and after the great Patriotic War. Their names were known to 
everybody, their cult was aimed at proving the possibility of heroic deeds for many Soviet citizens.  
Russian new giants resemble American but they rarely possess concrete names and seldom personify some 
branch of industry as American industrial heroes do. American giants are self-made men while Russian giants are 
XX century society ideological creations.  
The modern period has a number of dramatic examples of space, time and cultural parallelism of mythological 
heroes’ evolution in national representation of the world (Pitina, 2002). Modern myths accumulate and reflect old 
traditions to exaggerate the role and power of politicians and country leaders, turning them into mythological 
concepts – archetypes. Stalin has turned into personification of archetypical tyrant; Princess Diana has turned into an 
archetype of folk princess, etc.  
The American heroic concept superman has been borrowed by Russian culture and language illustrating the 
American influence on Russian heroic paradigm and Russian value system in general during the transition from 
group to individual and more ideologically free type of society. Superman has become the hero of Russian mass 
culture. This heroic concept is realized in films, cartoons, songs, books, toys, clothes, behavior patterns. The 
fairytales hero Ivan the fool succeeded doing nothing in the fairytales is substituted nowadays by the equally lucky 
but hard working mass produced superman.  
Modern American and Russian heroes are no longer giants but common people who can turn into heroes under 
various circumstances. This phenomenon is often called everyday heroism. There is a tendency to make Russian 
heroic paradigm more ideological and influenced by analogous American paradigm. 
3. Heroic types 
Heroic types are enumerated in various classifications, most detailed is suggested by Z.E. Franco, K. Blau, K. 
and P.G. Zimbardo. There are twelve types of heroes: 
1. Military and other duty-bound physical risk heroes. Individuals involved in military or emergency response 
careers that involve repeated exposure to high-risk situations. 
2. Civil heroes–non-duty bound physical risk heroes. Civilians who attempt to save others from physical harm or 
death while knowingly putting their own lives at risk. 
3. Religious figures. Dedicated, life-long religious service embodying highest principles or breaking new 
religious/spiritual ground. 
4. Politico-religious figures. Religious leaders who have turned to politics to affect wider change, or politicians 
who have a deep spiritual belief system that informs political practice. 
5. Martyrs. Religious or political figures who knowingly (sometimes deliberately) put their lives in jeopardy in 
the service of a cause or to gain attention to injustice. 
6. Political or military leaders. Typically lead a nation or group during a time of difficulty, such as a war or 
disaster. 
7. Adventurer/explorer/discoverer. Individuals who explore unknown geographical areas or use novel and 
unproven transportation methods. 
8. Scientific (discovery) heroes. Individuals who explore unknown areas of science, use novel and unproven 
research methods, or discover new scientific information seen as valuable to humanity. 
9. Good Samaritan. Individuals who are first to step in to help others in need. Situation involves considerable 
disincentives for altruism.  
10. Odds beater/underdog. Individuals who overcame handicap or adverse conditions and succeed in spite of 
such negative circumstances, thereby provide a social, moral model for others. 
11. Bureaucracy heroes. Employees in large organizations in controversial arguments within or between 
agencies. 
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12. Whistleblowers. Individuals who are aware of illegal or unethical activities in an organization who report 
the activity publicly to effect change, without expectation of reward (Franco, Blau, Zimbardo, 2011). The hero 
types from one to eight are well known in all cultures, while types nine and ten are represented by people with 
strong willpower. Types eleven and twelve are not typical in Russian heroic paradigm. This mixed semantic 
classification refers either to occupation or to positive quality (type 9).  
Heroic paradigms include a number of officially and unofficially recognized heroes. The second type includes 
criminals and leaders of uprisings. There are numerous folk songs and legends about Pugachev and Rasin in Russia, 
ballads about Billy the Kid in USA, Robin Hood in England. Stories about Billy the Kid and Robin Hood can be 
found in many ESL textbooks.       
The heroic paradigms can be widened including some popular modern hero types: sportsmen, paralympians, 
heroes of labour, etc. There is a growing tendency to widen Russian and American heroic paradigms including into 
it heroes of the week, month, year, antiheroes, etc. The widening of the concept perception can lead to the 
transformation of its verbalization and the loss of hero’s previous model role in society. When there are too many 
heroes, when everybody can become a hero at least for a short period of time, the heroes are no longer in demand.   
The authors of this paper suppose that there are two large cultural hero types: universal and national. The first 
type includes universal mythical and ideological heroes; the second type is represented by unique mythical, folklore 
and ideological heroes typical of a concrete language and culture. Transitions from one type to another are possible 
due to the open character of heroic paradigms. 
4. Westernization in language learning and intercultural communication teaching 
E.V. Shelestuik supposes that westernization a l’anglaise is growing in Russia in exponential progression after 
Perestroika. Foreign language teaching policy has changed from instrumental grammatical and translational 
methodology into language and cultural submersion, active usage of a foreign language. It led to the change of 
subordinating bilingualism to coordinative and subtractive when the second language is perceived as a more 
prestigious and its codes and concepts set began to substitute the ones in the native language. As a result a foreign 
language (mainly English) is understood as the main school subject, as markers of education quality and successful 
career and often inculturation neglecting the cultural codes of the Russian language (Shelestuik, 2013). It is difficult 
to agree with this opinion because cultural submersion approach to foreign language learning does not only 
accelerate the learning process but also motivates the formation of cultural and professional competences, tolerance 
and empathy in intercultural communication. Moreover, it is important to mention that national heroic paradigm is 
not easily transformed, deeply rooted and stereotypical. The dominant “heroic” association of Russian students is 
connected with the war heroes. 77 students of Chelyabinsk State University participated in the associative 
experiment. They were asked to give spontaneous reactions to the stimulus word hero. The words war (22 
reactions), power (21), heroic deed (19), courage (18) refer to the core of the associative field of the concept hero; 
man (13), victory (13), glory (11), defense (10), sword (10) ɢ honour (10) are near the core; death (8), help (8), 
warrior (7), Motherland (7) are on the periphery of the core. According to the first reaction, most frequently 
mentioned words were war, man, heroic deed, victory, battle, medal (Taskaeva, Kremenskova, 2014). Reactions of 
the students are too general and simple. They are connected mainly with the war heroes; the answers do not contain 
the names of old and new Russian heroes of different heroic types. Only one English word superman was mentioned 
in the reactions. The experiment proves that westernization of language learning in Russia does not lead to crucial 
changes of cultural concepts and national values. The problem is to widen the heroic associative row, enrich it not 
only by Russian precedent names and phenomena but also by the examples from the heroic paradigms of the English 
speaking countries.  
The global character of English explains its importance in educational process, in future professional activity and 
intercultural communication. One of the best ways to achieve it is through comparative discourse study of heroic 
paradigms. 
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5. Conclusion 
Heroic paradigms share much in common. They are deeply rooted in mythological thinking and still exist in 
ideologically transformed icons of Britishness, American and Russian identities. Comparative heroic paradigm study 
is an effective step in ESL learning in general and in forming intercultural competence in particular. 
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